THE fact that it requires the combined efforts of the poet, the philosopher and the physician to provide a reasonably complete picture of the concept of pain, together with the need to rely heavily on what sufferers report, makes the study of this subject a particularly difficult one. Merskey formulates an operational definition and the authors subsequently grapple with the problem against this background. Pain is seen as 'an unpleasant experience which we primarily associate with tissue damage or describe in terms of tissue damage or both.' This delineates the medical usage of the term. Whether the patient's statement of experiencing pain should be accepted or not will depend on his qualifying statements, elicited in the same way as are those made by patients who claim that they are depressed or confused. The latter terms may be rejected as inappropriate by the clinician in the sense in which the patient uses them.
The authors quote Beloff's reference to what he calls the Russel-Feigl identity hypothesis. Briefly, this implies that the phenomena of 'physics' and psychology are the same, but are described in different languages. Whilst accepting this unity, the authors speak both languages with clarity and lucidity. They draw on a vast amount of clinical, psychological experimental and theoretical writings on the subject. According to their view, any attempt to distinguish between 'real' and 'imaginary' pain is futile. They lean to the views of Szasz that pain arises as a consequence of threatened loss of, or damage to, the body. Whether the symptom is considered to be of structural or non-structural origin depends on the observer's assessment of the reality of the threat to the body.
There are many interesting chapters in this book. That dealing with observations from clinical psychiatry includes a classification by Michaux of delusional, hallucinatory, intuitive and neurotic pain. There are chapters dealing with phantom limb phenomena and with the experimental approach including the measurement of reactions to noxious stimuli. The authors include a chapter on masochism which they classify into four types and analyse in a way that throws further light on the varieties of the phenomenon, its biological, social, and psychopathological significance. This book will be of particular interest to neurologists and psychiatrists, but the general physician and the surgeon will also find much of relevance to their work in its penetrating analysis of the medical problem of pain. Those preparing for higher qualifications in medicine and psychiatry will also find it profitable to read. J.G.G.
